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People learn languages from their communities, and most know which words and 
phrases should be used depending on social contexts. For example, throwing a bunch 
of “underground” slang words in front of the national court is likely a bad idea. 
However, not only humans develop and choose how to use languages based on social 
influences. 


In anew study published in Nature Ecology and Evolution, scientists found that 
sociality also drives orangutans’ vocal expressions [1]. While earlier experiments have 
shown such effects in songbirds and marmoset monkeys, this study provides new 
insights into the “vocal personality” of humans’ closest “relatives” — the great apes. 


Iu 


The researchers examined more than 6000 hours of wild orangutans’ “kiss-squeak” 
alarm calls and confirmed how these apes “speak” were not hardwired. Their results 
show that the vocalizations of orangutans living in higher densities are more original 
and unpredictable. Still, their call variants are more short-lived, and their call 


repertoires are less complex compared to those living in lower densities. 
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Adriano Lameira, the aforementioned study’s first author, said that in high-density 
orangutan populations, “it seems ‘novelty’ is at a premium, much like in songbirds, 
and that individuals want to show off their coolness and how [much of a] rebel they 
are.” [2] From here, it is not hard to imagine these apes competing for the top rank of 
“cool ape call”. As humans, we can easily relate to such patterns in language 
development influenced by social settings. 


When looking at our languages, new words (especially slang) seem to sprout up 
constantly. Unless one is within a particular social circle, keeping up with its “trendy” 
conversations is difficult. This is because the languages we are using right now 
constantly evolve together with the communities. In contrast, “dead” languages such 
as Latin mostly stay unchanged. Trying to rap in modern styles using Latin should feel 
pretty awkward (still, that would be impressive and interesting nonetheless — “reverse 
coolness”). Many newly created terms are short-lived, but some may consolidate into 
the norms years later. Common expressions in the past can become confusing in 
today’s standard, while words of the modern time might be deemed quite alien back 
then. It would be very interesting to find something similar in the great ape 
populations. 


Language development regarding individual and social levels is a potential topic for 
applying the mindsponge mechanism. It deals with creating and shifting information 
interpretation and is a process including all aspects of receiving, filtering, and 
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generating (mental) data [3]. 


On the Internet, there are parodies about historical figures clashing each other in fiery 
rap battles. But maybe human ancestors millions of years ago had been “spitting fire” 
long before the emergence of civilizations, just like our other great ape relatives. 
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